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DRAFT 

 

 

 

MEMORANDUM 

 

TO: Wood County Board of Supervisors and County Staff 

FROM: Peter Kastenholz, Corporation Counsel  

RE: Collections – TRIP 

DATE: June 20, 2020 

 

There are a number of ways to collect a debt owed to the County. Well-known methods include 

small claims actions, regular civil litigation, setoffs, and refusal to grant a license or permit to a 

person or entity that owes money to the County. Less well known is the TRIP process. TRIP is 

an acronym for the Tax Refund Interception Program and is the focus of this memo.  

 

Prior to addressing the TRIP program, let’s cover some of the pros and cons attendant to the 

other collection methods. 

 

Small claims is a less formal process for commencing litigation against a person or entity that 

either owes money to the County or who has violated one of the County ordinances. There is a 

$10,000 cap for a small claims action to recover money, but there is no such monetary limitation 

on small claims code violation matters (sometimes attorneys think otherwise but the County has 

already succeeded at the Court of Appeals on that issue). It costs about $100 to file a small 

claims action and in recent years our courts have changed their operating procedures, and 

therefore, personal service of the defendant is required as opposed to the old practice of simply 

having the Clerk of Courts mail the pleadings if the defendant resides in the county. Trials are 

held in front of a court commissioner and are recorded as opposed to transcribed and re-trials can 

be had in a circuit court. The small claims process is a good one and is user friendly but is at 

times too expensive and time consuming when dealing with claims of a few hundred dollars or 

less. 

 

Regular civil litigation, sometimes called the long-form complaint process, is the procedure one 

may think of when contemplating a lawsuit. Typically, the claim is for $10,000 or more and 

involves an attorney drafting up a complaint containing all of the relevant allegations that is then 

served on the defendant. Normally an attorney represents the plaintiff and may represent the 

defendant as well. The process will take many months at a minimum and will often entail one or 

more type of discovery, such as interrogatories, requests to admit, and depositions. The method 

is time consuming and tends to be labor intensive.  

 

A setoff is where both parties owe the other and so party #1 advises party #2 that they will take 

credit against their debt to party #2 what party #2 owes to them. Normally there is no specific 

statutory authority to take a setoff, but in practice, if one party sues the other, the second party 

will countersue the first one for the amount owed to them by the first party.  
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Cities, villages, and towns grant many permits and licenses often associated with construction or 

a business license, such as for the sale of alcoholic beverages. State laws, local ordinances, and 

just past practice will often result in the refusal of these municipalities to grant an application for 

a permit or licensure unless and until the past due amount has been paid in full. Outside of a few 

departments, the County is not heavily into the permitting process. Those departments may be in 

a position to deny an application if the applicant owes funds to the County, but it is a case-by-

case analysis. More generally, this office has advised numerous departments that a debt for an 

old record request can serve as a basis for denying a new request if handled properly.  

 

The TRIP process is based off of Wis. Stat. s. 71.935, entitled: Setoffs for municipalities and 

counties. The state-run program allows a county to certify to the TRIP program a debt owed to 

the county if the county has obtained a judgment for the debt or if the county has given the 

debtor reasonable notice and the opportunity to be heard with regard to the debt. Some 

departments like the Clerk of Courts and Sheriff’s Department certify their own debts; others use 

the Corporation Counsel’s office to do so. There are several forms for this process that are 

available on the County’s intranet site, under Corporation Counsel forms, to assist County staff 

in getting a debt certified. Once certified, the state will withhold funds owed by the state to the 

debtor for income tax returns and apply those funds to the debt owed to the County. There are a 

number of other types of debts that individuals and companies may owe that will take priority 

over the recovery made by the County. These include debts owed to the state and federal 

governments as well as child support arrearages.  

 

Advantages to the TRIP process include a less cumbersome and time-intensive means of 

collecting a debt. It may take many years for the debt to be paid in full, but there are no 

additional processes involved in collecting on a judgment compared to what might be needed in 

a small claims or regular civil litigation process, such as garnishments or executions. There are 

no costs to using the TRIP program and as long as the debt exceeds $20 and is owed to the 

County, the debt is eligible for the program. 

 

If you have questions about using the TRIP program or any other debt collection matter, please 

feel free to contact the Corporation Counsel’s office. 
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